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For my parents



Prologue: A Change of Guard


‘…THEN HE RAN up the stairs, two at a time!’ said Kailash Nath to his wide-eyed audience who clung to every word as if he were describing an amazing feat.

There are various levels of the official grapevine in Delhi, running at the highest level to ministers and top bureaucrats, who can reasonably be expected to be informed on the latest gossip, but veteran insiders know that sometimes, or perhaps most times, the lower forms of the species end up catching the more juicy titbits, especially at the ever-buzzing abodes of India’s state power, North and South Block – the twin Secretariat buildings that sit facing each other on opposite ends of Raisina Hill. And among these none was better apprised than Mr Kailash Nath. After all, he was the prime minister’s chaprasi-in-chief.

Kailash Nath had taken advantage of the new PM’s absence by leaving one of his lackeys in charge upstairs while he wove his tale on the ground floor for his enthralled colleagues. He was perched on the window sill of a pantry, deep in the recesses of South Block, which housed the prime minister’s office, with his admirers gathered around. ‘I tell you, it was amazing! He charged his way up, like he was in a hurry to start and couldn’t waste a second! If we didn’t have a lift, I can think of at least two of his predecessors who would have had to be physically carried up – ’

‘Get on with your story,’ said a harried but riveted cipher assistant with much work to do.

‘He walked right into the office, came to a halt in the centre, under the chandelier, and took in the entire office.’ Kailash spoke with the authority of a man declaiming on his subject of expertise. ‘He asked me to get a carpenter to prise open the windows. The chief of his bodyguard detail panicked and protested that it would be a serious security breach. The PM retorted that the only way he could be shot through that window was if someone was aiming from the Rashtrapati Bhavan and that could hardly happen. Finally, the principal secretary brokered a compromise – ’

‘How does the office look now?’ asked a voice in the crowd.

‘It is transformed; the natural light streams in and bounces off the walls! It gives the room a character and freshness that were missing before. I tell you, the next day, when we were finally allowed to unbar the window, after a suitably thick, bullet-proof and bomb-resistant glass was in place, the sun broke through the clouds and a stream of light pierced the foliage and came into the office, illuminating it. Then the PM turned his attention to the desk and commented on the unsuitability of where it was placed, at one end of the office. The principal secretary told him that the previous occupant of the office had aligned the desk to face the rising sun, which is auspicious according to Vaastu Shastra.’

‘Did he move it?’

‘Yes…’ revealed Kailash – but not completely.

‘Where?’ The volley of supplementaries engulfed Kailash.

‘Opposite the fireplace, facing North Block, with its back towards Teen Murti, the exact spot where Nehru’s desk used to be – ’

Kailash was interrupted by one of his subordinates, who seemed to have come running down the stairs and was out of breath. ‘Kailash bhai, I have been trying to locate you everywhere – the PM has arrived and wants to know why the hell the potted plants have not been removed from the fireplace. He’s threatening to remove them himself.

Kailash jumped off the window sill and raced towards the nearest staircase at a pace that no one thought possible for a man of his girth. He was sent off by his colleagues with a chorus of oaths and encouragements. The last thing he heard as he disappeared round the corner was one of them bellowing, ‘Run, you fat fool, run!’



THE CALL OF DUTY




The Ties That Bind


THE TRAIN FROM Allahabad had arrived twenty minutes ago and all its passengers had long since departed. As there were no other trains scheduled to arrive or depart for the next hour, the only non-official to be found on Platform Number Two of the New Delhi Railway Station was an extremely agitated teenaged boy.

Karan Nehru was at his crankiest when he had to wait for something or someone and the summer heat had only added to his bad temper. In this case, the person awaited was his grandfather’s driver, Harpal Singh. Karan was in a quandary as he paced restlessly about his suitcase and trunk, wondering if he had waited long enough and should take a taxi instead. Adding to the young man’s irritation were two idle sweepers, chatting loudly close by as they puffed their mid-morning bidi, the smoke from which was giving him a headache. Karan was not one to refuse a cigarette, but the bidi, having smoked one out of curiosity a few months ago, was definitely not to his taste. He turned to look down the platform for what seemed to him like the thousandth time, and finally saw Harpal Singh running towards him.

‘I’m sorry, puttar,’ apologized the driver, who had known the youngster since the day of his birth almost sixteen years ago and was sure no explanation had a chance of heading off what was sure to be an infamous Karan Nehru fit.

‘Harpal! You must have come on foot because that is the only way anyone can be one hour late getting here from Golf Links! Even if you had come on a mule you wouldn’t be this late!’

‘Arre baba, I said I was sorry, na. You cannot believe the chaos these Asian Games preparations have caused in Delhi… It seems like they are broadening or paving every street in the city! I don’t understand their hurry, the games are months away,’ explained Harpal as he struggled to pick up both the trunk and suitcase without any assistance from his young charge, whose anger he hoped to assuage and distract by mentioning the upcoming Asian Games – 1982 was going to be a seminal year for Indian sport.

‘The games are in mid-November, only four-and-a-half months away. They aren’t like you, they want to make sure they are ready well in advance of the event.’ Karan glowered at Harpal as he headed for the stairs leading up to the pedestrian overpass, leaving him struggling behind with the luggage, but nevertheless relieved at the reprieve the Asian Games had granted him.

They traversed the overpass, somehow navigating their way through the herds of people moving head-on in both directions. Karan came close to getting his eye gouged out by the corner of a large trunk carried on a coolie’s head. Of course the score was evened with Karan giving the coolie a shove that almost resulted in other people losing key parts of their anatomy, but, luckily, the coolie managed to regain his balance. Harpal adroitly pulled a reluctant Karan away from the scene, thereby avoiding any more violence.

Having blown off some steam, Karan was now in a much better mood – even deigning to pick up his suitcase. By the time they had negotiated the snarl of traffic in the parking lot, Karan had settled down and, surprisingly, only once pestered Harpal to drive his grandfather’s new Fiat Padmini. They began making their way south, towards the Golf Links residence of Karan’s maternal grandparents.

Karan had just come back to Delhi after a two-month-long summer vacation with his parents. Though he had done his early schooling in Allahabad, he was sent off to complete his schooling at Modern School in Delhi as Karan’s paternal grandfather, Roshan Nehru, a retired Supreme Court judge, had insisted on his studying there. It was Roshan’s life that provided credibility to his family’s otherwise weak right to be called Nehrus.

Many years ago, in 1917, Roshan Nehru’s father, Anand Nehru, had taken him to meet the redoubtable Motilal Nehru in Allahabad and pleaded with the esteemed patriarch to employ his son out of family solidarity, claiming a distant if somewhat dubious link with the prestigious Nehru clan. After reluctantly taking on the young man in his law office, Motilal did enquire into the validity of Anand’s claim to the Nehru name but could not confirm or refute it, as those family members in a position to do so were either dead or senile, and all the family papers had been lost in Delhi during the revolt of 1857. Motilal soon decided to close the matter as a moot point, since his young apprentice, despite his fuzzy antecedents, had quickly come to impress him. Roshan earned Motilal’s respect with his penchant for hard work and by showing an affinity for the law. By the middle of 1920, Roshan had given the bar exam and was assisting Motilal’s practice as a junior lawyer. And when Motilal died in 1931, Roshan had started his own practice and was well on his way to becoming one of Allahabad’s leading lawyers. Roshan had met Motilal’s son Jawaharlal, whom he looked upon as an older brother and mentor, only a few times in the early years after independence, and that too mostly at public functions when the PM visited his home constituency. However, in the summer of 1956, Roshan was relaxing at home on a weekend when the phone rang. He answered it and found himself speaking with the prime minister, who did not indulge in small talk and got straight to the point. Roshan’s name was being proposed for a seat in the Allahabad High Court. Despite his protests, Roshan Nehru was sworn in as a high court judge for the state of Uttar Pradesh. In 1960 he was promoted to the Supreme Court. Roshan complained again and was again told that the prime minister knew best, so Roshan moved to Delhi. It was here that his son Prakash fell in love with and married a Sikh girl named Simran. Karan Nehru was their only child.

Early in his tenure in Delhi, Roshan had been invited as chief guest to the founder’s day function of Modern School and had been very impressed. The school was seen as an option for those who did not want to send their children to schools that were entirely based on the British public school system as was the case with the other schools preferred by India’s upper classes, like Doon School in Dehradun and Lawrence School, Sanawar. Over time, the school had grown into one of the premier schools of independent India. It helped that the campus was on acres of prime property along Barakhamba Road in central Delhi, near Connaught Place.

And Barakhamba Road was where the car had reached when Karan decided to spring his surprise. ‘Harpal, drop me off at school. I have to meet a few friends,’ ordered Karan in a voice that did not betray any room for negotiation.

Before leaving Allahabad Karan had already arranged an outing for his first day back in the capital. The school campus was always used – due to its central location rather than any love for the institution itself – as a staging point for all Karan’s expeditions with his friends. On this occasion, despite Karan’s presence, nothing rowdy or boisterous was planned. The rendezvous was of the solitary, feminine variety and therefore utmost discretion was required.

‘I don’t think so. Your grandmother specifically stated there were not to be any stops between the railway station and home. She knows your habits well.’ Harpal smiled, pleased at finally gaining the upper hand.

‘Come on, Harpal, I have to meet a friend and sh…he will be waiting for me at school. Look, I didn’t say anything to you today after you were one hour late. You owe me this much,’ pleaded Karan, changing his manner and approach.

‘First of all, I was only twenty-five minutes late. Secondly, memsahib will have my skin when she finds out that you haven’t been in Delhi an hour and are already gallivanting in Bengali Market with some unsuspecting girl, instead of meeting your grandparents,’ said Harpal.

‘Today’s girls are anything but unsuspecting. You should save some of your compassion for me instead. I’m young and this is my time to enjoy. Don’t you remember feeling like that, old man? Before you know it, I’ll be married and then all I’ll have to get through life will be the sweet memories of my youth. But I won’t have memories unless I go out and make them. Today is the last day of the summer hols and I intend to enjoy it to the fullest,’ said the little master decisively. No mention of the feelings of his grandparents was made.

Harpal shrugged his shoulders in defeat and brought the car to a stop on the side of the road opposite the green main gate of the school beyond which lay the imposing red-brick form of the school building.

‘I feel sorry for the poor soul who marries you,’ said Harpal.

‘Thanks Harpal. Don’t worry about picking me up. I’ll come home on a chooch,’ said Karan, as he opened the car door.

‘A chooch?’

An auto-rickshaw, dummy,’ Karan answered with a look of pained exasperation, before he shot out of the car like a race-horse, crossing the road without a look in either direction, not even stopping for an oncoming public bus, the biggest killers on Delhi roads, that plainly had no intention of braking. Harpal closed his eyes in horror and waited for the sickening crunch of metal, rubber and crushed flesh, that he had heard much too often in his twenty years of driving in Delhi traffic. To his relief, no sound of the expected collision was heard and Harpal clasped his hands in prayer, whispering a grateful ‘Vahe Guru’. Then he started the car and began to work on how he would explain his charge’s disappearance to Karan’s forbidding grandmother.

THE FIRST DAY of school, after the summer vacation, was always an ambivalent time for students and the weather didn’t alleviate matters. It was early July and the monsoons had stalled somewhere over Bombay, leaving Delhi sweltering in the heat even at eight in the morning.

Azim got out of the car and made his way through Modern School’s south entrance, normally used by those students who used their own transport to get to school. Azim preferred this gate to the main one because he enjoyed walking past the old, giant banyan tree that dominated the area adjacent to the gate.

However, Azim barely noticed the tree that day as he made his way towards the basketball courts, where the whole school gathered every morning before entering the cavernous Shankar Lal Hall for assembly. Normally, Azim dropped off his schoolbag in the classroom before heading for assembly but did not this time since it was far from a regular day. It was the first day of school after the summer vacations and Azim was entering the eleventh class.

Azim Khan was a child of Delhi, having spent the majority of his youth growing up in the country’s capital. This was largely due to the fact that his father, Mirwaiz, was a member of the Indian Administrative Service (IAS), the cadre of officers that formed the upper echelons of India’s civil service. In Delhi, Mirwaiz had found his niche in the Finance Ministry and, while steadily climbing the hierarchy in North Block, gained a reputation, thanks to his accounting background, as an expert on the antiquated Indian tax system. Mirwaiz had been brought up in Aligarh, where his father, Azim Khan senior, had been a renowned professor at the famed Aligarh Muslim university known both as the home of progressive Muslim thought in the Indian subcontinent as well as the birthplace of Muslim nationalism, which ultimately led to the formation of Pakistan.

Azim Khan junior, however, was brought up in an environment very different from Aligarh’s. Although the Khan family was not very wealthy, Azim and his elder brother Sohail never felt deprived of anything. They attended the exclusive Raghubir Singh Junior Modern School on Humayun Road, which was conveniently located as they lived in a government flat nearby.

Azim was a quiet, shy child, which had sometimes worried his mother, Farida, but she was also thankful since she had enough trouble dealing with the tantrums of a rowdy Sohail. The children kept busy during non-school time with their horse-riding classes, swimming, tennis, picnics in Nehru Park, daily excursions to Khan Market and the numerous children’s birthday parties that had to be attended. Then, with the onset of the holidays, the family would bundle into the car for a visit to meet Mirwaiz’s mother in Aligarh or to Lucknow, where Farida’s parents lived. Life continued in this cycle for a number of years, the only changes being in the heights of the boys and Mirwaiz’s seniority.

But, one morning, Azim, who was now ten years old, got up and noticed that something was wrong. Farida, who woke the children every morning, had not got up and the maid told them that their mother was not feeling well so they should keep as quiet as possible. Soon they started getting packed off to the houses of friends and relatives every day after school. Then one day they came home to find that Farida was nowhere to be seen. They were told that she had gone for a trip and would be back soon.

What Azim and his brother had not been told was that their mother had been diagnosed with cancer; and it was in an advanced stage.

When the end was near Farida’s mother took the children to the All India Institute of Medical Sciences where Farida was being treated. They saw their mother lying on the hospital bed looking pale and thin but lighting up into a weak smile when she saw them. It took all her energy to kiss both her boys. She tried to open her mouth to speak but was too weak to say anything. As they left the room, Azim turned around to see his mother one last time and saw tears in her eyes. That last look his mother gave him would haunt him for the rest of his life.

Soon after Farida’s passing, Mirwaiz pulled a few strings and was posted to the Indian Embassy in Ankara, Turkey. The three years there played a key role in their recovery process. By the time they returned to India, they had dealt with their grief and were finally ready to look ahead.

THE NATIONALLY ADMINISTERED ‘board’ exam that has to be cleared to pass class ten has long terrorized children all over India. On the basis of the results of this exam, students choose their subjects for the final two years of school. Around the first week of June children across the country, softened by the long break after their class ten exams, awaken to a brutal and summary report in the newspapers informing them that their results will be declared that day in their respective schools.

It so happened that Azim was not one of those rudely shaken awake to be apprised of his moment of reckoning, since early in the morning he had been indulging in his new passion, golf.

After returning from Turkey, the Khan family had moved into a ground floor apartment in Kaka Nagar, located across the road from the Delhi Golf Club. Azim, in some part due to the proximity of the club, had taken to the game immediately. Golf involved the solitary player competing against the course and the elements, the ultimate game for the loner, and Azim fit right in.

Azim was playing a foursome with some of his friends when his chauffeur, Mangal Ram, located him on the seventh green and told him about the exam results. The news left Azim a bit weak-kneed. Since all his friends were in the same boat, the golf game was hastily abandoned. Azim reached school with a knot the size of a melon in his stomach and headed towards the front veranda where all his classmates had gathered and fought his way through the crowd to the bulletin board where the results had been posted.

Azim found his roll number and took a deep breath before moving his finger horizontally along the paper. He couldn’t believe his eyes, so he checked and rechecked to make sure. He had got eighty-five per-cent marks that Azim, even though he had studied hard, never expected to receive. He raced towards his car, wanting to tell his father the good news as soon as possible.

The result would not really have affected the line of study Azim wanted to pursue. The students who passed the exam were offered three subject streams to choose from – science, commerce and their stepbrother, arts/humanities. The real competition normally existed for the first two with the unsuccessful candidates being forced to take arts. But there existed a very rare breed, that some thought extinct, who, despite having the marks to choose the other streams, voluntarily, even eagerly, chose the arts stream.

Azim, to all of his classmates’ astonishment, belonged to this group.

THE FIRST DAY of school involved a massive upheaval in the future class of 1984 at Modern School as the students were redistributed according to their subject choice.

Azim found his new classroom strategically placed opposite the water cooler, a definite must during the summer, and adjacent to the passage that led to the exits from the front and the back of the building. Azim walked in to find completely unfamiliar faces sitting at their seats in silence, minding their own business. So Azim, not one to draw attention to himself, went along with the prevailing mood and quietly sat down at a vacant desk near the back of the room along the wall that bordered the hallway. As he sat down he noticed that what he had thought a wall was actually three doors that opened into the hallway. Azim tried to push open the door next to him but it seemed latched from the outside.

An elderly man walked into the room and without a word of greeting immediately started taking the attendance in a mechanical and dispassionate way. After he had called the first few names Azim noticed that there was a method to his approach because as soon as a student answered after his or her name was called out, the teacher looked up for a second giving himself enough time to calibrate the name with the face. He was working his way down the list.

‘Vijay Kapoor.’

‘Present, sir,’ replied a mature-looking gent at the other end of the room. Azim guessed he was a hold-over from the previous year’s class.

‘Azim Khan.’

‘Present, sir,’ answered Azim, a bit self-conscious of his unmanly voice, but was immediately distracted when he noticed that the door next to him and the one next to the seat in front of him were ever-so-gradually opening.

What followed was a silent and swift operation that would have done justice to a Ninja warrior. The other students watched in silent amazement as two heads followed by two bodies emerged from the doors and nimbly took their seats. One sat in the seat next to Azim’s and the other took the seat in front. The slightly heavier-set boy next to Azim gave him a wink and a smile of victory.

‘Raj Mehra.’

‘Pres, sir,’ answered the thinner of the new entrants seated ahead of Azim. There were sniggers in the class, but the casual response did not go down too well with the teacher who took off his reading glasses and looked pointedly at Raj for an extremely long and uncomfortable few seconds before he continued.

‘Karan Nehru.’

‘Present, sir!’ boomed Azim’s pleasant looking neighbour, making Azim’s eardrums reverberate.

The teacher finished with the attendance and stood up. He turned to the blackboard and wrote RAJESH CHATuRVEDI in large capital letters on it.

‘My name is Rajesh Chaturvedi. I will not only be your class teacher for the next year but also your history and political science teacher,’ he informed them as he took a book from his table and started casually walking down the aisle towards Azim’s seat. ‘I think you should know I have certain ground rules which are necessary for the efficient functioning of my class and it is important that you abide by them if we are going to get along.’ Chaturvedi came to a stop next to Azim. ‘Rule number one…’ The old teacher turned around and using his book gave Karan and Raj each a hard thwack on the back of their heads. Both boys were shocked by the guile and suddenness of his manoeuvre and their expressions showed it. Azim was amazed at how Chaturvedi had hit his neighbours in one movement and at the same time somehow managed to avoid hitting him.

‘Rule number one, Mr Nehru and Mr Mehra, is that I see everything so don’t ever try fooling me again, especially with stunts like squeezing through fifty-year-old doors whose squeaking can be heard a mile away.’ Chaturvedi, having made his point, continued back to his desk with a smile on his face. He spent the rest of the period in a very convivial mood, having clearly stamped his authority on his charges, chatted with them and even let off the class ten minutes before the bell.

‘What a bastard,’ cursed Karan a little too soon after Chaturvedi had walked out of the classroom.

‘Shut up, yaar. Do you want to get another smack?’ reprimanded Raj as he glanced worriedly towards the door, expecting the return of a book-wielding Chaturvedi.

‘Why didn’t you just come in through the normal door?’ asked Azim.

Karan and Raj, only just clearing their heads of the fog of hate and fear that Chaturvedi had instilled in them, looked at the thin, sharp-featured young man.

‘Who the hell are you?’ asked Karan belligerently.

‘I am your new classmate and go by the name of Azim Khan.’

‘Do you normally ask stupid questions?’ asked Raj

‘I try not to make a habit of it but in this case I can’t understand why the both of you, being just ten minutes late for the first period of the first day of school, would try to sneak into the class. You could have just walked in, apologized to Chaturvedi and used a simple excuse like not being able to find the classroom. Any number of excuses would have worked, keeping in mind the chaos in school today,’ said Azim, matter-of-factly.

There followed a short silence as the two boys computed what they had just heard. Then Karan took his notebook and swatted Raj on the back with it, a little too hard for it to be taken as a playful gesture. ‘Salay, I told you it wouldn’t matter if we were late today. But no, Raj Mehra always wants to act like a bloody hero!’

Raj, swiftly overcoming the shock of the sudden verbal and physical assault, retaliated with his squash racquet. What followed was a duel between the notebook and the squash racquet, with an audience that comprised the entire class as well as a few outsiders drawn by the commotion.

The mismatch of weapons was more than made up for by Karan’s advantage of bulk and strength; the notebook, however, quickly displayed signs of deterioration with the front cover taking the brunt of the racquet’s attack. Soon, the protagonists had moved from their former seated positions to first standing and then elevated ones, by climbing on to adjacent desks – Raj leapt on to Azim’s and Karan prepared to make a stand from his own. The old wooden desks began to totter precariously, but the duellers were too engrossed in battle to heed the warning signs.

A visibly worried Azim took precautionary measures, moving to a seat across the aisle, which he thought was a safe distance away but still close enough for a ringside view of the young gladiators.

Once the notebook had given way, Karan initiated a grappling manoeuvre. This would have been a good tactical move had he not slipped, fallen headlong into his opponent and caused Raj’s table to finally tip over into the aisle. Raj, falling backwards, flailed his arms helplessly while Karan clutched on to Raj’s waist in desperation, as his misdirected weight took them both down.

The last thing Azim remembered was the tumbling of desks and two bodies falling in a death spiral right at him, accompanied by a spine-chilling scream of female horror.

AZIM AWOKE in the school dispensary an indeterminate time later with a massive headache and two very worried faces staring at him.

‘Azim, you okay, yaar?’ asked Raj.

Even in his groggy state Azim noticed that all of a sudden he had become a yaar. ‘My head feels like it’s going to explode. What happened?’ asked Azim feeling the bandage around his head.

‘Well, as you might remember, we were clowning around on the desks and fatso here slipped, taking me down with him on to you.’ Raj pointed to Karan, who had, up till this point, been standing quietly with a guilty expression on his face.

‘You hit your head on the table or chair and then your lights went out. Everybody thought you were dead. Luckily, the bell went at that point and the economics teacher took charge of the entire thing. She told us to carry you here and then the doctor patched you up,’ finished Raj.

‘Yeah, the scar should only be very small, you won’t even notice it,’ piped in Karan, trying to be helpful.

‘What?’ A look of shock stretched across Azim’s face, who despite the pain and the bandages never expected the injury to be extensive enough to cause a scar, however small.

‘Why did you tell him about the scar? I told you to keep shut and let me do the talking, didn’t I? Moron!’ shouted Raj at his partner in crime.

Karan glared at Raj but restrained himself, knowing that the real objective for their visit hadn’t yet been accomplished.

‘Listen, Azim, you know it was an accident, right?’ Raj asked worriedly

‘Of course,’ answered Azim, still feeling woozy and wanting only to close his eyes.

‘So you aren’t going to tell the headmaster what actually happened, are you?’

‘Doesn’t he already know what happened?’ asked Azim, a bit puzzled by the request.

‘Well, we went by your earlier advice,’ confessed Raj, ‘and told him that we were cleaning the spider webs from above the doors when Karan slipped and took me down with him.’

‘And he believed that?’

‘Not really, but if you back us up he can’t do anything about it,’ said Karan.

‘What about all the other students in the class?’ asked Azim, unwilling to commit perjury for a lost cause.

‘They promised to keep shut, if you would,’ pronounced Karan, whose mob tactics had a lot to do with that pledge.

‘So, will you?’ asked Raj hopefully.

Azim decided to let his classmates twist in the wind for a while and pretended to mull over his answer, thinking it was the least revenge he could wrest for the injury they had induced on his cranium. Well, okay, but the both of you owe me a big favour after this.’

What followed was a deluge of appreciation from the reprieved parties with pledges to remember their saviour’s good deed till the end of time.

FOR THE NEXT two years, Azim, Karan and Raj formed an unlikely triumvirate matching their differing personalities with their varied body types. Azim was tall and lanky with sharp, aristocratic features that hinted at his aloof personality. Karan Nehru was not the tallest of men but made up for it by possessing the body of an ox, the result of a vigorous daily body-building regimen. With a face dominated by the broadest of jaws, Karan wore the look of someone used to getting his way. Raj, with his athletic physique, chiselled looks and wavy black hair was without doubt the charmer of the group. He was the class diplomat, effortlessly making friends with everyone – from the hottest girls to the food-stall men. This came in handy, since Karan had an uncanny ability to get into brawls wherever he went.

However, life changed when they reached the twelfth and the countdown of their schooldays began. Raj was not really sure what he was going to study but he was quite sure of where he was going to study. Raj had no plans of going to college in India and started preparing for the Scholastic Aptitude Test, for admission to colleges in the united States. US colleges were expensive but Raj’s father, a diplomat but from a rich family, could more than afford them. Raj’s father had briefly served in New York years before and that experience had convinced Raj that America was the place to be if you wanted to make your name in the world. He pronounced to anyone who would hear that he could not see himself living in India.

Karan, on the other hand, had a military career in mind since the only thing he had taken seriously in his entire school career was his participation in the army wing of the school troop of the National Cadet Corps (NCC). The NCC was a voluntary student organization that gave students around the country a preview of life in the army. Karan had not joined it on a voluntary basis, having been drafted into it by the teacher in charge of NCC training who had caught him smoking in the bathroom, but the experience had awoken a martial streak in him. Karan, never trusted with responsibilities in other spheres of school life, was given more and more responsibility in the NCC with every passing year and was ultimately made the chief officer cadet in charge of the school troop, in his final year. But the event that really sealed the deal in his mind was being chosen to train at an army camp in Meerut. The time he spent there, going through the training and drills of newly enlisted soldiers, was the first time Karan felt he had directed his energies in a productive manner. He decided to take the entrance exam for the National Defence Academy (NDA). To his, and just about everyone else’s surprise, he got in. The hitch was that his father’s plans for him included college and not wearing a uniform; but in the end Karan got his way like he always did.

Azim did not want to go to the united States nor join the army. He was the only one of the three who was worried about the upcoming exams and getting into a good college in India, preferably in Delhi. So he hit the books with a vengeance, curtailing his golf and keeping contact with friends to a minimum in the last year of school.

As the end of their schooldays approached, fate had primed the friends to head in three distinctly different directions.

AZIM EXCELLED IN his twelfth class exams and was able to get admission to St. Stephen’s College, among the most prestigious in India, in the history (honours) course. In academic terms Azim would later think that he had not gained anything substantial in his three years of college but in terms of his personal and social skills, he would be a changed man.

In a bid to overcome his shyness, Azim forced himself to join the debating society and by the end of his tenure at college, was the undisputed debating champ of Delhi university, having won prizes in competitions all over the country. This gave Azim the confidence to come out of his shell and become quite a hit on the college party circuit. He graduated a more rounded person, but the history degree he received did not qualify him for any kind of gainful employment. So Azim did what most educated Indians do when they can’t get a job: he took advantage of India’s subsidized higher education system and continued studying till something better came along. Accordingly, Azim enrolled in the Delhi Law College.

Azim had a maternal uncle, Salim Haider, who lived in Bombay, where he ran his stock-brokering firm. He had worked in the corporate sector for twenty years before finding his talents best suited to the stock market. He had quit his job and set up his own stock brokerage firm, naming it Global Trade. With the increased awareness and interest amongst the Indian middle class in the stock market, Salim’s business had grown into a large concern by 1988. Global Trade became one of the largest brokerage firms in the country and expanded at breakneck speed. Salim had never married. Azim was almost positive his uncle was gay and, therefore, when the time came to look for an heir, he naturally turned to his favourite nephew.

Azim was finishing his first year of law but had already seen enough of it to know that he did not want to spend the rest of his life looking at briefs, defending guilty clients and dealing with petty judges. So, when his uncle asked him to visit Bombay to talk about a job offer, Azim jumped at the opportunity.

Azim was not a complete novice at the stock business, having played the market with a small account Salim had funded for him as a birthday gift when he turned sixteen. But he realized that he did not know nearly enough about handling other people’s money with any confidence.

Azim took the overnight train to Bombay. After a brief pit stop to freshen up at his uncle’s Cuffe Parade penthouse, he reached Global Trade’s head office on Dalal Street. The office building was right next to the Bombay Stock Exchange and Azim got a rush from seeing the whirl of manic activity in the area; important people doing important things in a self-important manner.

On arrival, Azim was instantly shown into Salim’s smoke-filled cabin. Salim was an unrepentant chain smoker and Azim could scarcely remember seeing his maternal uncle without a cigarette in his hand. Salim acknowledged his nephew with a nod and continued his argument on the phone with someone whom Azim presumed was a stubborn client.

‘Okay, Mr Lakhani, ultimately it is your money and you can do what you want with it, but I want it on record that on this day at two-thirty in the afternoon I gave you a strong recommendation to invest in Reliance Industries, before the scrip soared, and it was you who did not grab the opportunity. Okay?’ Salim waited for a confirmation, and receiving it, said goodbye. ‘A Sindhi and his money are never easily parted, and when you get them to agree to a deal, remember to count your fingers after shaking hands. How was the train ride?’

‘Bumpy and cramped, but it was a new experience, as Abba said it would be.’

‘Mirwaiz is a great man but he has some pretty Byzantine ideas on life. Who in the world travels by train any more? No nephew of mine that’s for sure; not while he’s working for me. Did you read the books I sent you?’

‘From cover to cover,’ Azim replied.

‘How much did you understand?’

‘Less than a quarter.’

‘That’s a good enough start. The stock market is more about hands-on experience anyway. I haven’t read any book that could explain how to handle an irate client cursing you to high heaven because the sure-fire stock tip you gave him sank like a rock.’

‘Does that happen a lot?’ asked Azim, not sure he wanted to be screamed at on a regular basis.

‘Rarely, if you do your job right and are able to explain yourself. Smooth talking will be your most important weapon and you must learn to use it well. If the client smells even a trace of doubt in your voice while you’re making a sale, he’ll be out of the door before you know it. Communication skills are your sword and confidence is your shield; learn to use them well and there will be no stopping you. How are you doing with that account I funded for you?’

‘I won on some investments, lost on others but I am ahead overall.’

‘That’s the name of the game. Always end up ahead of where you began. The problem is that all the information in India is closely held and isn’t released to the public till it’s too late. We are still in the birthing phase of our financial infrastructure and there are no real rules to what you can and cannot do. The majority of our large companies are centuries-old, family-run concerns that look at the stock market with conservative suspicion; they are repelled by any risk of losing management control. But things are changing and Dhirubhai Ambani is leading the way. He is the first Indian businessman to have spotted the under-utilized potential of the stock market and used it to accelerate the expansion of his business empire. The success of his company, Reliance Industries, has been singularly responsible for awakening the middle class to the opportunities awaiting them in the stock market. And it’s only going to get bigger.’ Salim, exhausted by his prophetic speech, searched his desk for a pack of cigarettes and looked relieved to find one.

‘Have a smoke?’ he offered Azim.

‘Don’t smoke.’

‘Do you drink?’

‘Not much more than a few beers.’

‘Any girl in your life?’

‘Not at present.’

Salim shook his head mournfully and the lesson began again: ‘To survive in this pressure-packed environment you are going to need to find a few vices to help you relax and keep your mind off the market. Otherwise, one of these days you’ll jump out of a window; it happens more often than you think. You need to able to stay calm under pressure, think things through and make a decision. You can’t do that if you are overworked and close to having a nervous breakdown. I am going to keep you in Bombay for six months, during which time you will learn how this business works from the bottom up. But at night I want you to explore Bombay, live life to its fullest – sex, alcohol, drugs, rock and roll, and whatever new experimenting the kids your age do nowadays. Find your true self and become an interesting person, break out of this strait-laced routine. And after this period of six months I will send you back to Delhi as my head of operations for north India.’

‘What?’ Azim blurted, hoping he had misunderstood what he thought his uncle had just said. By this time Salim’s information overload, rendered in machine-gun staccato, was making Azim’s head swim.

‘You heard me right the first time.’

‘But I’m only twenty-one and know nothing, Mamu.’

‘Your age doesn’t matter and you’ll know all there is to know by the time you are on the plane back home. I just fired my Delhi chief when I found out that he was giving himself a nice little cut on every trade. You can’t trust these MBA-types unless you keep them under constant surveillance. I’m all for a meritocracy, but in the end you can only trust family and not all family, at that. You don’t necessarily need to have more technical know-how than your employees to manage them – most CEOs would be out of a job if that were true – but you do need to be able to make maximum use of the talent you have available. I am too old to handle everything any more and I’m asking for your help…not that you are blazing a trail at present, I might add. You’re getting the biggest break of your generation; you’re not going to be stupid and turn it down are you?’ challenged Salim.

‘Why pick me? Why not Sohail?’

‘I don’t like your brother, that’s why. He looks shifty-eyed and makes me feel uneasy. And, I don’t like the way his girlfriend looks at me with those greedy, ravenous eyes. You’ve always been my favourite nephew. Besides, I like to have malleable people, whom I can push around, working for me.’

‘That sounds like a good enough explanation to me,’ said Azim.

‘Perfect, take the rest of the day off and get familiar with the city. I have an extra car parked in the garage. Ask the driver for the keys. I have a party to go to tonight so I won’t see you till morning; be ready for work by seven sharp. And remember, from tomorrow I will be your boss and I don’t tolerate tardy employees who keep me waiting. Now scoot, I have work to do,’ said Salim, dismissing Azim.

Azim’s stay in Bombay proved to be the most memorable six months of his young life. During the day, under his uncle’s tutelage, he learned the ropes of the most chaotic stock market in the world. At night, Mumbai opened up avenues of fun and self-exploration he had never thought available to him. He returned to Delhi in a completely transformed state of mind.

Azim had found his place in the world and the sky was the limit.

CAPTAIN KARAN NEHRU lay stretched out on his back, with the warmth of the slanting winter rays of the sun teasing his face. The gently rocking boat on the serenely calm Yamuna river was, in the view of the reclining captain, the most comfortable place in Allahabad.

Karan had run out of the house needing some quiet and sanity after spending almost all of his holiday harangued by his parents. This was the first time since he had joined the army that he had spent two whole weeks in Allahabad. He had joined the 2nd Battalion of the Rajputana Rifles in 1988 after three years in the NDA and one year at the Indian Military Academy. He had enjoyed every moment of military life in his regiment, revelling in finally gaining his direction in life. Then, a year ago, to Karan’s great dismay, Lieutenant-General Jagdish Chawla, General Officer Commanding-in-Chief (GOC-in-C)-Western Command, the man who controlled the majority of the Indian army’s strike capability, had asked him to join his staff as his personal aide-de-camp. The general was an old friend of his father and Karan knew he could not decline to serve with him. So Karan left for Western Command HQ in Chandimandir, on the outskirts of Chandigarh, with a heavy heart. This is where he had spent the last year and, to his considerable surprise, had managed to have a good time up till now; a fact that probably had a lot to do with Karan’s frequent weekend getaways to Delhi.

Karan had reached Allahabad in generally good spirits, ready to spend a relaxed fortnight. He was taken aback when his parents sat him down and told him that, as good parents, it was their job to advise him to ‘settle down’ now that he was twenty-six years old. They had drawn up a list of eligible girls and asked that he meet with them. Karan was mortified and made the valid point that they, his parents, had defied their parents by choosing their own spouses, so how could they insist on him marrying in accordance with their views? Karan shouted ‘hypocrisy’ ten times and left in a huff. His parents then decided to employ a less confrontational approach and asked that Karan just meet the girls with no strings attached. He would not be forced to make a choice, as long as he just agreed to meet them.

So Karan had gone through almost two weeks of teas and lunches with the worthy, wealthy and powerful families of Allahabad, calmly behaving like the ideal guest but later going through the defects of the proposed candidates with a fine-tooth comb.

Karan lay back contentedly in the boat. He had only one day of leave left and only one more girl to look at before he was free to get back to his prized bachelor’s existence. He was happily contemplating this positive outcome when the boatman disturbed him: ‘Saabji, it’s been half an hour. Should we go back now?’ he asked hesitantly.

Karan looked at his watch and nodded, realizing he was getting late for the tea party with the last candidate who wished, for some unfathomable reason, to be Mrs Nehru.

The thud of the boat coming to halt at Saraswati Ghat awakened Karan from his daydream and he jumped on to dry land, quickly making his way across the Yamuna Bank Road to his new army green Tata Sierra SUV parked near Minto Park. Karan jumped in, admired the revs of the new engine for a second, and then proceeded towards the Nehru mansion in George Town, near Anand Bhavan.

ON ARRIVING HOME, Karan immediately jumped into the shower. As he finished dressing his mother came into the room. ‘They’ve come, so hurry up and remember to behave yourself,’ ordered Simran in a tone that meant business.

‘Haven’t I behaved myself up till now?’

‘Well, I suppose so, but make sure Evil Karan doesn’t pop out from wherever you’ve been hiding him. Pankaj Mishra is a very important man and I’m sure I don’t have to remind you what a good friend of your father he is,’ said Simran as she adjusted her sari in the mirror and checked for lipstick on her teeth.

Karan rolled his eyes and said, ‘You overestimate his importance, just because he is the state president of the Congress party. In 1985 he was the man who ran the state but seven years later…I don’t think so. Nevertheless, I can assure you that you have nothing to fear from Evil Karan, as you call him. Now please go back downstairs so I can finish dressing in peace.’

Simran shot her son a final look of warning before leaving the room to join her guests.

Karan had been a quick dresser even in his pre-army days but, on this occasion, he took perverse pleasure in taking his time knotting his tie, combing his hair and admiring himself in the mirror. By the time he headed downstairs to the drawing room he was generally feeling very pleased with himself.

Karan walked into the drawing room and saw Pooja Mishra – and immediately realized it was not for the first time. What made it worse was that when he was introduced to her, she greeted him with a sly smile and a look of recognition. The parents did not notice any of this, of course, although Prakash Nehru did think that his son looked a bit pale. The two pairs of parents continued their ritual small talk until, at Pankaj Mishra’s suggestion, they discreetly withdrew to the garden on the pretext of admiring Simran’s flowers.

‘So we meet again, loverboy!’ Pooja took a cigarette from her purse, looking and sounding nothing like the blushing bride-to-be of two minutes ago. Her voice and the way she smoked her cigarette finally triggered Karan’s memory and all the images came blazing back into his head….

Two months ago…on one of his weekend sojourns to Delhi, at a party…a beautiful girl smoking across the room…eye contact…making a move…surprisingly not getting brushed off…drinking…extremely close dancing…more drinking…going to his car…amazing sex…and waking up in the morning in an empty car with no memory of the name of the girl. But now another image melded to these memories – of the poised young girl who had accompanied her father to the massive prayer held for Karan before he left for the NDA. Karan had no doubt that this was going to be an interesting encounter. He had never considered the possibility of meeting one of his one-night stands in these circumstances.

‘Well, at least, I know you’re not a virgin,’ said Karan.

‘Don’t act smart.’

‘Why did you leave in such a hurry that night?’

‘I recognized you and didn’t want my parents finding out what their sweet little girl was up to in Delhi. Besides, you had passed out.’

Karan noticed how Pooja’s sari hugged her body, accentuating the curves of what he seemed to remember was a stunning body, but Karan knew he wouldn’t be able to give a final verdict on her before he saw the legs hidden beneath. He saw her eyes studying him as closely as he was studying her; she was not the least bit intimidated. Their eyes met and a moment of uncomfortable silence followed, which was not unusual at such an occasion, although not for the same reasons.

‘So, do you remember everything that happened that night?’ Pooja finally asked, despite herself.

‘Remember it? I dreamt about it for days afterwards. It was amazing,’ said Karan enthusiastically before it occurred to him that Pooja might not share his opinion. He hesitantly asked, ‘How was it for you?’ and put his dignity in her hands.

Pooja smiled, ‘Not bad,’ but her blush gave her true feelings away. ‘I thought you were going to faint when you saw me sitting here.’

‘I have to admit my legs did go a bit weak. These things happen in movies or novels, you don’t expect them in real life,’ Karan admitted.

‘What do you think of your prospective bride?’ asked Pooja, now placing herself at his mercy.

Karan stared at Pooja and kept her hanging for a few seconds.

‘Extremely beautiful, no doubt, but perhaps a little too wild for married life.’

‘That’s hypocrisy if ever I heard it! You came on to me, not the other way round!’

‘Yes, but you didn’t exactly put up a fight.’

‘To tell you the truth, I’m not normally that easy. I just wanted to see how good the man to whom I have been promised in marriage since the day he left for the NDA was in bed.’

Karan’s shocked expression said it all.

‘You weren’t told, keeping in mind your, uh, independent nature.’

‘But that can’t be right! I’ve been meeting girls all last week! If what you say is true, why didn’t my parents just tell me about you?’

‘Because they’re smarter than you think. They thought they could make me look good by comparing me to the local competition. Little did they know that their frisky son was way ahead of them!’

Karan loosened his tie and began massaging his head in anticipation of the migraine that he felt was fast approaching. ‘I feel like such a joker, first you make a fool of me in Delhi and now I find our parents have been playing games behind my back.’

‘Aw, poor baby. If it’s any consolation you drank so much that night, you did ask me to marry you. So you can tell your parents that I’m really your choice not theirs.’ But then the first look of doubt crept across Pooja’s face. ‘I am your choice, right?’

Karan removed his hands from his face and spoke without hesitation: ‘Any woman who waits around for eight years for a man and then tricks him into sleeping with her is without doubt the right woman. As an added bonus, you’re good in bed too.’

Pooja smiled a radiant smile that Karan thought lit up the room.

‘You know, I had been trying to find you for the last two months, every time I came into Delhi. But obviously you had told everybody to keep quiet because even the host of the party seemed to draw a blank. How was I to know that I’d find you here?’ Karan grew serious. You do realize that I hope to make a career in the army which entails sacrifices not only for the officer but his family as well? Moving from place to place, sometimes not seeing me for months when I may have to go on combat duty…. After the life you’ve been used to in Allahabad and Delhi will you be able to handle it?’

Pooja gave him an exasperated look. “You said yourself I’ve been “waiting eight years to be an army officer’s wife while you finished sowing your wild oats.’

‘It didn’t stop you from having a good time, either,’ grinned Karan.

Just then, two pairs of nervous parents returned from their slow-motion walk in the garden. Mr Mishra apprehensively asked, Well, is it settled?’ and got the answer he was looking for from the smiles on the faces of the young couple.



The Awakening


ON 6 DECEMBER 1992, Mahatma Gandhi’s and Jawaharlal Nehru’s idea of a secular India, based on a fabric of understanding and tolerance between all faiths, suffered a mortal blow.

For almost fifty years the Babri Masjid in the central uttar Pradesh town of Ayodhya had been the focus of a dispute between Hindus and Muslims. The Hindus believed that the mosque stood at a place where there once existed a temple devoted to their most revered god, Rama, and marked the place of his birth. The Muslims questioned the veracity of their claim and a court case ensued.

In the early nineties, the movement for the construction of a temple became more militant when the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) decided the dispute was the perfect issue to use to project its radical Hindutva ideology. The communal pot was then at a boil, with many political chefs, ladles in hand, contributing to the ugly brew; historical forces working through anti-heroes.

The BJP thought it could ride the movement for political gain. The situation reached a head as crowds of Hindu right-wing activists coalesced in Ayodhya and then pushed their way past the hapless police to demolish the Babri mosque on 6 December. The Congress Government at the Centre, headed by P.V Narasimha Rao, did not use force to disperse the crowds fearing an electoral backlash. So, literally, while the prime minister slept, India headed towards religious polarization. A cycle of vengeance was unleashed that would result in the deaths of hundreds of people. Indian Muslims would never feel the same again. They had believed that the government, led by the Congress party, would protect them; a hope forlorn in a politicized atmosphere. The ensuing Hindu-Muslim riots in Bombay lasted a month, with over eight hundred people, mostly Muslims, losing their lives.

As reports of irrational violence and gruesome death raised the toll each day, Azim felt his calm, contented world dissolve around him. Gruesome reality intruded into his cosy world of business and finance. He did not know how to adjust to this new India, and day after day it gnawed at his insides.

Three months after the mosque’s demolition came the inevitable counter-reaction. Muslim mafia dons, with the help of Pakistani Intelligence, organized a string of ten retaliatory bomb blasts across Bombay on 12 March 1993, killing two hundred and fifty-seven people. One of the bombs blew up the facade of the Bombay Stock Exchange.

When the bomb at the stock exchange went off on that fateful Friday, Azim was visiting Global Trade’s Dalai Street office on a routine visit and was sitting in the cabin that, until his death, had been occupied by his uncle. Azim had since succeeded to the top job in the bank. Due to his building’s proximity to the exchange, Azim was knocked out of his chair by the force of the blast and bruised his shoulder. On hearing about the scale of the attack and the possible identities of its perpetrators, Azim’s knee-jerk reaction was to feel that some justice had been done. Though he immediately felt ashamed of his initial response he was at a loss to explain its origins. This alien voice inside him frightened him and he wanted to strangle it. He felt his very identity had been fractured.

Global Trade also suffered a fatality in the bombing. One of Azim’s top traders, a Hindu named Atul Rastogi, had been entering the stock exchange at the moment of the blast and was killed instantly. On hearing this and seeing the traumatized faces of his employees, Azim decided to stay on in Bombay for a few extra days until matters settled down.

The next day, Azim visited Rastogi’s family and was taken aback by their response to his visit. Seeing him at the door, Rastogi’s father had visibly cringed. The body had not yet been brought home from the hospital and Azim was one of the first to offer condolences, a task he felt he was totally unsuited for. He was taken into a small sitting room where half-a-dozen relatives had gathered to pay their respects. Azim was rattled by the looks of recrimination he received when he was introduced. The worst, however, was yet to come. When Rastogi’s wife entered the sitting room and saw him she completely lost her composure. She lunged at Azim with a shriek and began beating his chest. In between wails, she pleaded to know the reason why his people had taken her husband from her.

Who were ‘his people’? a wounded Azim wanted to ask but knew he couldn’t. Does she mean bankers, Muslims or terrorists? He asked himself. A voice in his head surfaced and taunted – who do you think she means, you naive fool? The answer was obvious and it came with a killer sting.

The wife was quickly ushered out of the room. Azim found the absence of a forthcoming apology from the other members of the deceased’s family a clear and conspicuous indicator of the sentiment of the household. He could not get out of the Rastogi apartment fast enough.

For the first time in his life, Azim felt that his Muslim identity was beginning to affect how he saw the world and how it saw him. He had been brought up to think of himself as an Indian. He had never thought twice before celebrating Hindu festivals like Diwali and Holi. Though there were times when he found it hard not to notice that no matter where he went – school, college or the golf club – there was a distinct paucity of Muslims. Yet this was never more than a passing thought and he had learnt to pay it no heed.

Azim wanted to attend Rastogi’s funeral but was talked out of it by his aides who feared for his safety in the communally charged atmosphere. Azim acquiesced to their pleas but felt cowardly, because he was sure that his uncle would not have backed out from attending the funeral.

AFTER RETURNING TO Delhi, Azim continued to be tormented by his dichotomous mindset; he was alternately vengeful and guilty. He was unable to concentrate on work during the day and lay tossing in bed at night. He had become an insomniac, fearing recurrent nightmares. In the nightmare Azim would find himself running down a narrow street, chased by a mob shouting anti-Muslim curses. As his assailants were about to catch up with him, he would wake up in a cold sweat.

Six weeks after the Bombay blasts, Azim got out of bed one night unable to sleep. The lack of sleep was taking its toll on Azim. He had dark circles under his eyes and felt a distinct drop in his energy levels. He switched on his bedside lamp and tried reading a report he had brought home from work, anticipating another disturbed night. By now Azim had become accustomed to the insomniac’s routine of attempting to sleep, failing to do so and then working through the night. Azim considered taking a sleeping pill, but he did not want a temporary fix. The real problem was in his soul.

The report Azim was reading contained the details of Global Trade’s initial public offering set for the next month. As the sun came up over New Delhi Azim went into the shower. With the IPO only a few weeks away he needed to be at his most alert – not sleepwalking through the day as he had been doing.

Salim Haider, his uncle, had died the previous year after a long-drawn-out fight with lung cancer during which he had left the responsibility of running Global Trade to Azim. The succession was made official when Salim bequeathed the ownership of Global Trade to his nephew in his will. Overnight, at the age of twenty-six, Azim had become one of the most powerful men in the financial markets of India.

Global Trade was no longer the small brokerage firm that Salim Haider had set up fifteen years ago. It was now involved in private banking, asset management and investment banking. Since Azim’s joining the bank, India had begun undergoing tremendous economic change. In the early nineties the government had started liberalizing the closed Indian economy by loosening it’s iron-clad control over it.
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